OLD OCCIDENTAL
TO BE DEMOLISHED!
First Baptist Church
elects to destroy

-a report by
Edna Heatherington Bergman

On Wednesday, March 8, the congregation of Albuquerque's First Baptist Church voted to accept the
decision of the church's Building and Future Projects
Committee to raze the Old Occidental Building (see
NMA, Nov-Dec 1977 ) for a parking lot. The demolition is scheduled for early June. H. B. Hom, of the
committee, is quoted in the Albuquerque Journal of
March 10 as saying that the parking lot which will
replace the Occidental and two adjacent buildings
will "make that whole block look better."
The Baptists, who have, like the downtown Methodist and Episcopal congregations, remained downtown during the city's sprawl and the urban renewal
period, feel that they are demonstrating a commitment to central Albuquerque with the two-and-ahalf-million dollar new building west of the original
structure. (Brittelle and Ginner's 1937 church was
enlarged with a wing on the north in the fifties. The
new building is by Kruger, Lake, Pogue and Hutchinson with Richard P. Milner Associates). The enormous parking area, which already covers the entire
block on which the church stands, is indeed significant in showing the great number of people who
come into the neighborhood once or more a week
for worship and education.
But although the Baptists thus feel that they are
clearly demonstrating a sincere loyalty to Albuquerque's center, two perpetual errors underlie the decision to raze the Old Occidental: the inability to recognize its importance as an old and beautiful building; and the failure to understand the comer of Central and Broadway as part of its surrounding neighborhood and of the Central Corridor.
Beautiful buildings, as distinct from imposing,
respectable, or important buildings, are very rare.
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The Old Occidental, besides its significance in Albuquerque's history and its place in the city's fabric ,
is truly beautiful. Its beauty is of a type which cannot, after the changes of almost 75 years, be recreated. And its place in the city's history and fabric
is not insignificant. This first building of the Occidental Life Insurance Company is also an important
element in the texture of Central Avenue east of the
railroad. The residential neighborhoods around it are
just beginning to be rehabilitated, and the Central
Corridor Task Force is just beginning to explore the
possibilities for reconstruction of the commercial
street which should serve those neighborhoods. Renovation of the 1923 public library two blocks east is
now underway, and the fate of the high school campus between church and library hangs in the balance.
To create a wide empty expanse across Central west
of Broadway will further isolate these neighborhoods
and will create a disconcerting gap in what should
be a comfortable pedestrian and bus or trolley link
with downtown. Instead of contributing to the dense,
lively urban quality which can be the unique contribution of the older central neighborhoods, the
church will be establishing itself incongruously in the
city's center as a kind of religious shopping center,
whose customers, arriving from any distance by car,
might more conveniently and less destructively have
been accommodated in parking lots adjacent to a
highway exit.
Just as federal renewal investments, sincerely intended to bring new life to America's cities, created
deserts of rubble, the church's investment, sincerely
intended to "enhance" its neighborhood, will fail in
a very similar way.
EHB

NMA March·April 1978

. ~~,, :- "

...... .

•..... .-

...

_ .~-

YA
.

..~!':'

DA

PRODUCTS ,

TL

3-35
15

40
40-3
44

'L

83
101

512

6412
6613
6840

